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Accepting the former interpretation as giving the serious meaning of Spinoza, we find him identifying the human personality with the intellect, and therefore bringing all the proper functions of our nature, as active, to one, viz. to understand or know^. This constitutes the whole contents of the perfect life; love of it, with self-conformity to it, is the sole autonomous affection and the sole virtue; and by their tendency to help or hinder this, must all things else be pronounced good or bad. Of knowledge, however, notwithstanding its unity, there are two fields : we need to understand ourselves: we need to understand other things; and it is not always the same influence that subserves them both. If we summon the passive affections to come up for trial by this standard, they will receive unequal sentences, though none can escape with entire acquittal. To content ourselves with one or two illustrative examples, it is obvious that the opposites, Pride and Self-disparagement, are alike incompatible with Self-knowledge, being deviations from it in the direction of excessive and defective appreciation; the former doubtless the more dangerous foe, reinforced as the inner tendency to it is by flatterers who echo it. Even Humility, consisting of a mere negative consciousness of what we have not, impairs the self-knowledge of what we have; and Repentance and Shame involve similar illusions, from concentration of insight upon our weakness, and from blindness to our true essence, i. e. our strength. The opposite feelings, of Self-contentment and love of reputation, may be more or less well founded; but are very liable to lapse into vain passions.
Turning to the knowledge of things around us, we find it on all sides confused by the affections which they cause in us. Hope and Fear, as modifications of pleasure and pain, exist in virtue of our ignorance of the order of nature, and in their turn disturb the clear vision by which we might know it better. And there is scarcely an affection awakened in us by our fellow men, that does not prevent us from 1 Eth. IV. xxvi. xxvii.